Gap and tight junctions in tunicates. Study in conventional and freeze-fracture techniques.
Intercellular junctions have been investigated in epidermis and pharyngeal epithelium of larvae and adults of various species of tunicates with conventional and freeze-fracture techniques. Gap and tight junctions were found, similar to those observed in vertebrate tissues. Gap junctions were frequent in glandular epithelia and in larval tissues. They were interpreted as ways of intercellular communication in these developing tissues. They were also particularly numerous in Phallusia pharyngeal cells. Tight junctions were found preferentially in adult pharyngeal and epidermal epithelia, where they were arranged in strands of distinct particles forming a belt-like network at the apical part of cells. These junctions were interpreted as providing a tight barrier between the internal medium and the external environment. In larvae, tight junctions were found only between epidermal cells of the tail. These junctions thus characterized completely differentiated tissues, where they might play, in tunicates and in vertebrates, the same role as septate junctions do in invertebrates.